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Introduction. The Internet is now the primary source of political news in many Western
countries [9] including Switzerland [18], offering people an ever-growing pool of news sources. It
also influence the norms, opinions, actions, and engagements that constitute democratic engage-
ment. However, the abundance of online news sources has been found to lead to information
overload and feelings of inability to cope with the news flow in people of all ages, ultimately
resulting in “news fatigue” [12]. To deal with this, users often rely on recommender systems
and Online Social Networks (OSNs) to select news for consumption [1]. Recommender systems
find extensive use in social networks, media platforms and search engines, and influence user’s
exposure to news. This makes the role of such technologies even more important, especially in
major political events and discussions. They also play a large role in shaping opinions and setting
the agenda for more traditional news media.
However, the suggestions generated by most existing recommender systems are known to
suffer from a lack of diversity, and other issues like popularity bias [14, 13]. As a result, they have
been observed to promote well-known “blockbuster” items, and to present users with “more of
the same” choices that entrench their existing beliefs and biases [16]. This limits users’ exposure
to diverse viewpoints and potentially increases political polarization. The underlying reason is
that these algorithms promote items that match a user’s previous choices or are popular among
similar users. They are designed to optimize prediction accuracy and click rates, measured in
terms of how well they can identify items similar to the past observations.
This has far-reaching impacts on the social and democratic processes, as mass media heavily
influence opinion formation and the level of civic engagement of citizens as well as political
actors. For this reason, we see the need for better ways to recommend political news to readers.
Given the importance of high-quality as well as balanced news consumption for reducing political
polarization and a functioning democracy [10, 8, 6], it is important to investigate ways to improve
the reader’s ability to filter this continuous flow effectively and to provide them with diverse
viewpoints for cross-cutting discussions [11].
Our approach for recommending politically diverse content. To promote the diversity
of views, we developed a novel computational framework that can identify the political leanings
of users and the news items they share on OSNs. Based on such information, our system can
recommend news items that purposefully expose users to different viewpoints and increase the
diversity of their information “diet.” Our research on recommendation diversity and political
polarization helps us to develop algorithms that measure each user’s reaction and adjust the
recommendation accordingly. The result is an approach that exposes users to a variety of political
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views and will, hopefully, broaden their acceptance (not necessarily the agreement) of various
opinions.
A common way to diversify content is by including viewpoints from different sources, assuming
that ideological positions of political elites and news providers are fixed over long durations. In
events like the Brexit referendum, this approach is likely to suffer from a major problem. A
set of viewpoints from politicians or news sources belonging to different parties with different
ideologies could still be homogeneous if it includes viewpoints from the member of the two parties
supporting the same campaign during events like the Brexit referendum [7, 19]. The authors
in [7] notice that “the Conservatives are a party of Brexiteers led by a Remainer, while Labour
is a party of Remainers led by a Brexiteer.” The left-right classification of users or politicians
based on their long-term behavior like speeches, voting habits or social media follower patterns
is also likely to fall short.
As a first step towards tackling this problem, our approach incorporates ideological positions
about particular political events learned from social media signals, instead of relying on long-
term or general political alignments. Our proposed solution has two components: (i) learning
ideological positions of users, political elites, and web content in the context of specific political
events, (ii) using the ideological positions to diversify recommendation based on a diversification
strategy similar to our previous work [4].
Previous research has shown that social media behavior can be used to predict the ideological
positions of political actors [5, 3]. Our work goes further and uses this idea to generate diverse
news recommendations. Our approach incorporates multiple social media signals like the sharing
of news stories to find the ideological positions of not only users, but also of individual news
stories, video, or other material shared on social media more accurately. As a result we can
categorize items and users in terms of their similarity of ideological position. Based on these
positions, our recommendation strategy then recommends political content that expose users to
different viewpoints of varying ideological stance. This can be used to increase the diversity of
their information diet.
It is not sufficient to just expose users to diverse viewpoints [2]. It is also important to
identify the types of information users are already familiar with, and what new viewpoints
will be agreeable to them. Based on the insight that chance encounters via weak ties lead to
diversity [15, 17], we use the estimated ideological positions to recommend news-items that are
not deemed completely disagreeable to users, but are more diverse than those recommended by
existing systems. We use a modified random-walk based exploration of the user-item feedback
graph in order to diversify recommendations through weak-ties [14, 13].
As a result, our system can nudge users to different viewpoints, and hopefully change the
nature of information being consumed and spread on social networks. In other words: we hope to
gradually widen a person’s news exposure and reduce political polarization without driving them
off with disagreeable content.
Current state of research and future work. We collected large datasets of Twitter
discussions related to major political events in three Western countries: US Presidential Elections
of 2016, Brexit referendum of 2016, and German Federal Elections of 2017. With experimental
evaluations on these social network datasets, we find that our method is able to generate more
politically diversified recommendations to the users without overly sacrificing prediction accuracy.
A research paper based on this work is currently under submission. As a next step, we are
using these insights to deploy and test them in a large-scale experiment involving multiple news
producers and consumers.
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